hardship and perils of a maritime journey to be told: Neither is it [ They also knew that the farthest reaches and deepest depths of the seas were the dominion of the Lord:
And if any conceal themselves from My sight At the bottom of the sea, There I will command The serpent [nahash] to bite them (Amos 9:3). The moods of the sea, its sounds and its furies, provided similes and metaphors:
Ah, the roar of many peoples That roar as roars the sea, The rage of nations that rage As rage the mighty watersNations raging like massive waters! (Isa. 17:12-14). As to the denizens of the deep, God said, 'Let the waters teem with swarms of living creatures, . . . God created the great tanninim and every living creature that moves, with which the waters swarmed after their kind . . . (Gen. 1:20-21). This category of every living creature subsumes fishes, cetacean mammals, octopi, squid, crustaceans, sea turtles, and other species, but in Genesis only the tanninim are singled out by name, perhaps because they were the most awesome of all. The tannin cannot now be taxonomically identified and some translators resort to the generic "monster." In modern Hebrew, tannin is used for crocodilians and that may be the original usage as well, for in past ages a salt-water crocodile did slink through the waters of the Mediterranean. In opposition to this, however, is Lamentations 4:3, where the tannin is a mammal: Even tanninim offer the breast and suckle their young. Perhaps, then, the King James Version is correct in rendering the tanninim of Genesis as "whales."
The tannin may have been fearsomely real, but other things thought to lurk in the depths of the sea derive not from nature but from Canaanite mythology. Among them were Leviathan, imagined as a large twisting and writhing creature with seven heads, 3 the gruesome Rahab, 4 and Yamm, a deity of seas and rivers. To the Israelites, who may have had some notion of them only as characters in old stories, these were all merely obstreperous critters, subjects of the Lord, to be disciplined when unruly. 6 And thus they are depicted: The first ship mentioned in the Bible is the Ark, that proved eminently seaworthy. It is likely that once the children of Israel were settled in their land, they made light craft for fishing on the Kinneret and for carrying travelers and goods by river, but they lacked the large, strong, timbers needed for sea-going vessels and had few good harbors and estuaries for anchorage.
Advanced nautical construction was complex and required expert skills, then found primarily among the near-by Phoenicians and the farther off peoples of the Aegean. Ships were assembled from a framework covered with wooden planks, with a deck above and a hold below, carried along by a single sail and one or two banks of oars. In the earliest days of sea-faring, the captains stayed cautiously near to shore, but in time ventured out into open waters, where lacking instruments of navigation they probably set course by observations of the sun and the pole-star.
Even if the Israelites themselves were rarely master mariners, they knew enough about sailing to recognize a disheveled ship as comparable to a disheveled ship-of-state:
Your Most vessels were not so bedizened, but plain working craft, carrying cargoes and fare-paying passengers, like the one that Jonah boarded in Jaffa outward bound to Tarshish. The account of his voyage gives a glimpse of life at sea: A captain, concerned for his crew and his ship, the sailors plying a perilous trade and showing themselves -in this tale at least -as decent fellows. Such seamen dared storm and shipwreck, endured cramped quarters, coarse cuisine, and exposure to the elements. The standard term for these mariners was a slight variation on the word "salt" [m-l-h], just as in colloquial English a seasoned seaman is dubbed "an old salt."
If it is correct to identify Tarshish with the Phoenician colony of Tartessos, then Jonah was fleeing as far away as he could hope to go, for it was on the western coast of Spain, on the outer edge of the known world. To reach it, a ship had to leave the familiar Mediterranean and pass through the Pillars of Heracles (Gibraltar) into the strange and wild Atlantic. The voyage might be deemed worth the risk, for homeward bound the hold would be loaded with silver (Silver beaten flat, that is brought from Tarshish . . . [Jer. 10:9]). For this trade, there was a style of vessel especially designed for a heavy cargo of ore, known as a "Tarshish ship" regardless of whether or not it sailed to and fro the city of Tarshish.
Tarshish ships must have been impressive indeed, for Isaiah counts among examples of hubris all the ships of Tarshish and all the gallant barks (2:16).
As Tarshish was the farthest destination westward, Ophir was the farthest eastward -in a location undefined but likely to be on the northwest coast of India. 5 The Israelites, then, were not landlubbers. They were familiar with the sea and the creatures that dwell therein and the ships that sailed upon it. They knew its vastness and its depth and its wildness, that they understood as
